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1 
« Voicing Popular Politics: The comandatore of the Community of Murano 
in the Sixteenth Century », Voices and Texts in Early Modern Society, 
Stefano Dall’Aglio, Brian Richardson, Massimo Rospocher éd., Londres & 
New York, Routledge, 2016, p. 37-51 
During the Carnival in January 1510, the town crier of Murano, Antonio Malcanton, made an 
announcement on the two main bridges of the small island in the Venetian lagoon: ‘that no 
one, whatever his condition is, from here or from abroad, dares wear a fancy dress, a mask or 
a scarf without the written authorization of the magnificent podestà’.1 Two days later, he 
made another announcement on four different bridges, still by order of the podestà and the 
Illustrissima Signoria: ‘that any captain of a small boat, in Murano and its district, as well as 
any person, aged 20 to 50, whatever his condition is, has to report immediately to the 
podestà’.2 The League of Cambrai was becoming a dangerous threat, and Venice required the 
help of its population to defend her territory. Any boatman who could serve in the Terraferma 
had to be conscripted. A month later at the end of February, Malcanton made a new 
announcement on the northern part of the island that fishermen were forbidden to hang out 
their nets and sails on the bridges for drying, in order to avoid their takeover of the public 
space.3 
For the inhabitants of Murano, being informed about carnival festivities, their 
conscription in the army or new local legislations depended on the crier’s proclamations. As 
in other medieval and early modern communities, this officer was one of the main figures in 
charge of informing the population. Everywhere in Europe, town criers fulfilled this essential 
mission, appointed by communities and rulers. To the majority of the inhabitants, criers 
represented power, as incarnated by and embedded in public authority. Although people 
rarely had the opportunity to be in direct contact with rulers and bureaucrats, they constantly 
interacted with the town crier of their community. 
First and foremost in charge of publishing and announcing new laws, town criers have 
primarily been studied by scholars interested in the history of information.4 Recently, specific 
works have been dedicated to these officers in medieval and Renaissance Europe, which have 
brought to light the complexity of this office as well as its highly political aspect.5 This essay 
1 Archivio di Stato di Venezia (ASVe), Podestà di Murano, b. 44, 1 Proclamatione, 27 January 1510 
(1509 more Veneto (mv)): ‘a cadauna persona sia de che condition esser se voia si terieri come 
forestieri che non ardisca over presuma stravertirse ne mascararse ne cum volti ne cum fazuoli ne a 
muodo nisun senza licentia del magnifico podesta over boletin’. *The research for this paper have been 
made possible by the Labex SMS with the reference ANR-11-LABX-0066. 
2ASVe, 29 January 1510 (1509 mv): ‘a cadaun patron de barche pedorine qui de Muran et del suo 
distreto debi immediate […] conferirse cum le sue barche dal dito magnifico podesta et similiter 
cadaun altra persona de che condition esser se volgli d’ani 20 fin a ani 50’. 
3 ASVe, 27 February 1510 (1509 mv). 
4 Michèle Fogel, Les Cérémonies de l’information dans la France du XVIe au XVIIIe siècle (Paris: 
Fayard, 1989); more recently, Xavier Nadrigny, Information et espace public à Toulouse à la fin du 
Moyen Age (Paris: Bibliothèque de l’École nationale des chartes, 2013), especially chapter 3. On criers 
in Venice, Filippo de Vivo, Information and Communication in Venice: Rethinking Early Modern 
Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 127-36. On criers in Bologna, Una città in 
piazza: comunicazione e vita quotidiana a Bologna tra Cinque e Seicento, ed. by Pierangelo Bellettini 
and others (Bologna: Compositori, 2000). 
5 Nicolas Offenstadt, En place publique: Jean de Gascogne, crieur au XVe siècle (Paris: Stock, 2013); 
Stephen J. Milner, ‘“Fanno bandire, notificare, et expressamente comandare”: Town Criers and the 
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seeks to contribute to this historiography by studying one specific figure, the comandador of 
Murano at the beginning of the sixteenth century.6 
Antonio Malcanton was nominated in 1510 and remained town crier until 1544. 
During these thirty-four years, he became an important actor in the island’s governance, 
standing at the interface between institutions and inhabitants. For the five thousand men and 
women, artisans, glass-blowers, workers, fishermen, peasants and servants who lived on the 
island, he was the face and the voice of power, the one who knew and said what was 
occurring inside the Palace of the Podestà. He informed the people of public decisions, 
summoned them if they had been called to testify before the court, and organized regular 
public rituals. He also knew what was happening in the streets, campi and canals of Murano, 
and worked as an informant for the podestà. Whether top down or bottom up, he was a key 
figure in Murano political life. 
The Murano town crier was chosen from within the ranks of the popolo.7 Unlike 
bureaucrats and secretaries who were citizens — a legal and privileged status reserved to a 
few Venetian and Muranese inhabitants — the town criers of the lagoon were commoners. As 
such, they give us insight into the way popolani became involved in the exercise of power, 
contrary to the common idea that they were excluded from politics. By studying Antonio 
Malcanton’s jurisdiction and actions, the way he performed his office and carried out the 
orders he received, we can better understand the popolani’s role in the construction of public 
authority in the Venetian lagoon. We can also better grasp the relationship that ordinary 
people had with power and institutions. Malcanton was the principal officer with whom they 
interacted on a daily basis, and he influenced their conception of politics and their connection 
with authority. Analyzing the crier’s role and the way he carried out his office provides 
unique insight for understanding popular politics in early modern Venice.8 
I will first examine political organization in Murano, placing Antonio Malcanton in 
context with his counterparts in the lagoon. Then three crucial aspects of his office will be 
examined, which partly defined the nature and the form of popular politics in sixteenth-
century Murano and Venice: first, what made a crier’s action public, and how a popolano 
could be considered a civil servant; second, the way orality defined the crier’s jurisdiction 
and, as a consequence, popular politics; and finally, how the crier’s movement within the 
island’s space contributed to delineating a specific political landscape. 
 	
Information Economy of Renaissance Florence’, I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance, 16 (2013), 
107-51. See also Nicolas Offenstadt, ‘De quelques cris publics qui ont mal tourné: la proclamation 
comme épreuve de réalité à la fin du Moyen Âge’, in Violences souveraines au Moyen Age: travaux 
d’une école historique, ed. by François Foronda, Christine Barralis, and Bénédicte Sère (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 2010), pp. 153-63; Pierre Prétou, ‘Clameur contre fureur: cris et tyrannie à la 
fin du Moyen Âge’, in Violences souveraines au Moyen Age, ed. by Foronda and others, pp. 271-80; 
Pierre Monnet, ‘Pouvoir communal et communication politique dans les villes de l’Empire à la fin du 
Moyen Âge’, Francia, 31 (2004), 121-39. On the practice of the ‘cri’, see Haro! Noël! Oyé! Pratiques 
du cri au Moyen Âge, ed. by Didier Lett and Nicolas Offenstadt (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 
2004). 
6 On Antonio Malcanton, see Claire Judde de Larivière, La Révolte des boules de neige: Murano face 
à Venise, 1511 (Paris: Fayard, 2014), especially pp. 192-201, and ‘Pragmatique du pouvoir et agents 
subalternes: construire, respecter, contourner l’ordre politique (Murano, XVIe siècle)’, in Le Pouvoir 
contourné. Infléchir et subvertir l’autorité à l’âge moderne, ed. by Héloïse Hermant (Paris: Classiques 
Garnier, 2016), p. xxx. 
7 For a definition of the popolo, see Claire Judde de Larivière and Rosa Salzberg, ‘“Le peuple est la 
cité”: l’idée de popolo et la condition des popolani à Venise (XVe-XVIe siècle)’, Annales HSS (2013), 
1113-40. 
8 Offenstadt, En place publique, pp. 155-56. 
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Town Criers in Murano and in the Venetian Lagoon 
Murano, less than a kilometre north of Venice, was part of the Dogado, a territory 
close to Venice that had been made subject to its political influence.9 From the twelfth century 
and until the fall of the Republic, Murano remained a partially autonomous community with 
its own institutions, but under the rule of Venice. Every sixteen months, the Great Council of 
Venice elected a patrician as podestà to govern the community and local institutions of 
Murano. The podestà had to supervise the inhabitants and make sure the local legislation 
(Statuto) was respected. Written at the end of the thirteenth century, and revised in 1502, this 
Statuto defined the jurisdiction of Muranese institutions and public officers, and contained the 
civil and criminal regulations which organized the community.10 
By the beginning of the sixteenth century, the podestà presided over a complex and 
well-organized set of institutions. The main one, the Council of Thirty (Consiglio dei Trenta), 
brought together twenty to thirty citizens chosen from the richest and most influential 
inhabitants, in general, furnace owners, masters in the glass industry, and wealthy artisans. 
Within the Council, five magistrates formed the banco, a committee that carried out more 
specific functions of justice and finance. It was composed of two judges (zudexi), two 
justiciars (iusticieri), and one camerlengo.11 Other magistrates and officers were in charge of 
organizing the community and supervising the population. Among them, the chancellor 
(cancelliere) was a Venetian citizen who acted as a secretary, registering laws and keeping 
the archives. The cavaliere was a Venetian commoner who had a police function. Helped by a 
few officers, he was responsible for keeping the peace and ensuring compliance with the 
law.12 The town crier was the third officer not chosen from within the ranks of Venetian 
patricians or Muranese citizens to exercise public office. 
The crier of Murano was appointed for life and was the only comandador della 
comunità.13 He was elected by the Council of Thirty after proposals from the podestà. He 
remained particularly close to the Venetian magistrate, and when the podestà was on the 
island, at least four days a week, the crier had to report to him and to obey any order he 
received. In addition to making public announcements, the crier had to summon people 
(comandar, hence his name in Venetian, comandador) when they were called before a court 
or a government body in Murano. Moreover, he was in charge of public auctions, had to row 
the podestà wherever he wanted to go, and had to organize the main political rituals. Being 
the only crier of the community, he had to be a multitasker.14 
In the city of Venice, however, there were many more town criers, and they each had 
specific functions. Called comandadori, more rarely banditori or precones in Latin, their 
usual responsibilities were ‘to announce, declare and publicize both proclamations and also 	
9 On the Dogado, see Ermanno Orlando, Altre Venezie: il dogado veneziano nei secoli XIII e XIV 
(giurisdizione, territorio, giustizia e amministrazione) (Venice: Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed 
Arti, 2008). On Murano: Judde de Larivière, La Révolte; Elisabeth Crouzet-Pavan, ‘Murano à la fin du 
Moyen Âge: spécificité ou intégration dans l’espace vénitien’, Revue historique, 268 (1982), 45-
92; Francesca Trivellato, Fondamenta dei vetrai: lavoro, tecnologia e mercato a Venezia tra Sei e 
Settecento (Rome: Donzelli, 2000); Monica Pasqualetto, ‘Statuto de Murano del 1502: Premessa’, in 
Statuti della laguna veneta dei secoli XIV-XVI, ed. by Gherardo Ortalli, Monica Pasqualetto, and 
Alessandra Rizzi (Rome: Jouvence, 1989), pp. 209-26. 
10 ‘Statuto de Murano’, in Statuti della laguna, ed. by Ortalli, pp. 207-87. 
11 Ibid., chapters 2-5, 8, pp. 238-39. 
12 Ibid., chapters 10 and 13, pp. 245 and 250. 
13 Ibid., chapter 12, p. 249. 
14 Multitasking was also part of Jean de Gascogne’s job in fifteenth-century Laon. Appointed as a 
‘valet et crieur’, he had to keep a watch on the city doors and walls, to take part in the defence of the 
town, to fight against fire, to clean the streets, and to install and tidy up the market during the biannual 
fair. Offenstadt, En place publique, pp. 163-204. 
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what in Venice are called stride [cries, or legal pronouncements], as well as to be present at 
the sale of goods at auction’.15 Each important institution recruited its own officer(s). There 
were as many as fifty criers in Venice during the sixteenth century.16 For example, in the 
1510s, the Council of Ten had at least three comandadori working at the same time: Nicolo 
Ricardo (or Rizo), Zuan de Zuan, and Matteo Teodaro.17 The Provveditori alla Sanità had 
their own crier as well: Alessandro di Consorti at the end of the fifteenth century and 
Pasqualin Durazin a few years later.18 It also seems that each of the six sestieri — the main 
administrative division of the city territory — had their own comandadori.19 
The size and population of Venice (more than 120.000 inhabitants in the sixteenth 
century) justified their high number, compared to the small communities of the lagoon where 
one crier sufficed. For example, in Torcello, another island of the northern lagoon further 
from Venice, there was only one crier for three islands under the jurisdiction of the podestà 
(Torcello, Mazzorbo, and Burano).20 He was elected for a year, then after 1440 for five years, 
but he could run for office again if he chose to. In addition to public announcements, he had 
to ring the bells. He was also the communal barber and surgeon, which means that he had to 
fulfil two highly specialized offices at the same time and could combine two sources of 
income. 
Yet the Murano crier had only one job, and Antonio Malcanton, who had been a fruit 
and vegetable seller (fructaruol) before he started his new job of crier, abandoned fruit selling 
to dedicate himself to his new assignment. He started as vice-crier in 1509, helping Matteo da 
Brescia who had been crier for more than ten years but was becoming too old to fulfil his 
tasks. The podestà Vidal Vitturi considered Matteo too old to carry out his job and mentioned 
his ‘disabilities’ (‘infirmitade’) as the reason for replacing him.21 Malcanton took over as crier 
on 20 May 1510. Vitturi officially nominated Malcanton, who was then confirmed by the 
Council of Thirty on 31 May with twenty-four votes for and two against. The podestà 
justified his choice by stating that he had proved himself able to carry out his mission and that 
‘everyone knows his ability, faith, and goodness’.22 Subsequently, Malcanton had to swear 
loyalty before the Council and accept his new duty. In 1542, when in turn Malcanton became 
too old for the task, a Vincenzo Malcanton, probably his son or his nephew, started to help 
him. He took over in 1544 when Antonio died at age sixty-two.23 
During his long career, Antonio served more than twenty podestà and saw the renewal 
of the Council of Thirty several times. The length of his career was not exceptional, if we 
consider that in the following century his counterpart Tomaso di Mulineri died on Ascension 	
15 Cesare Vecellio, Habiti antichi et moderni. The Clothing of the Renaissance World, ed. by Margaret 
F. Rosenthal and Ann Rosalind Jones (London: Thames & Hudson, 2008), p. 170. For a description of 
criers at the end of the sixteenth century, see Tommaso Garzoni, La piazza universale di tutte le 
professioni del mondo, ed. by Paolo Cerchi, 2 vols (Turin: Einaudi, 1996), II, 1272-75. 
16 Vecellio, Habiti antichi et moderni. In Florence, there were only six criers: see Milner, ‘Fanno 
bandire’, p. 112. 
17 ASVe, Consiglio dei Dieci, Minuti dei proclami, filza 2. 
18 ASVe, Provveditori alla Sanità, reg. 725 and 726. 
19 ASVe, Provveditori alla Sanità, reg. 726, fol. 35 (23 May 1522). The criers were Lorenzo Bassano 
(Castello), Alviscarpa (San Marco), Felippo Griti (Santa Croce), Zaneto de Tadio (San Polo), 
Hieronimo de Jacopo (Dorsoduro), Alvise Basso (Cannaregio). 
20 Elisabeth Crouzet-Pavan, La Mort lente de Torcello: histoire d’une cité disparue (Paris: Fayard, 
1995), pp. 131, 145-46. 
21 ASVe, Podestà di Murano (PM), 44, 10 Extraordinariorium 3 (20 May 1510). 
22 ASVe, PM, 44, 10 Extraordinariorium 3 (20 May 1510 and 31 May 1510), ‘Cadaun cognosce la 
suffitientia et fede et bonta de antonio de zuane’.  
23 ASVe, PM, 57; Archivio Parrocchiale di San Pietro (Murano), Scuola di San Giovanni Battista dei 
Battuti, Registro dei confratelli, fol. 2 (16 September 1544). 
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Day in 1630, after more than fifty-five years working as a crier.24 The long duration of 
Muranese town criers created many opportunities for them to have a perfect knowledge of 
their community, to learn to interact with the inhabitants, to find out about their networks, 
links, hostilities and personal histories. From 1509 to 1544, Malcanton became a well-known 
inhabitant of the island, and he in turn knew everyone and everything. It was part of his role 
as a public servant. 
 
A Commoner Vested with Public Authority 
 
The crier was a public servant and different elements ensured the public character of this job: 
the salary he received from the community, the beret that served as his uniform, and the house 
he built on ‘communal land’ (‘il terren del comun’). 
Paying a salary was the best way for rulers to guarantee impartial and fair behaviour 
from public officers. The amount received by the town crier was established by the Statuto. 
The salary was a fixed amount of one ducat per month plus other payments depending of the 
nature of the specific missions carried out.25 One ducat a month was a relatively modest 
salary, which represented half of the salary of the crier of the Provveditori alla Sanità at the 
same time and half of the salary of Mint workers.26 However, the more Malcanton worked, 
the more his income increased. The Statuto listed sixteen different tasks, paid between 1 and 
13 soldi.27 To summon someone, he was paid between 1 and 4 soldi; for every proclamation, 
8 soldi; to organize an auction, 2 soldi for each ducat. If he had to carry out his mandate 
elsewhere, such as on the island of Sant’Erasmo or Venice, he was even paid more.28 The 
crier was also one of the caradori, the four officers in charge of the wood supply in Murano, 
an important function as wood was essential for the glass furnaces.29 Its trade had to be 
controlled as well as duties and taxes collected — another source of income for the crier. 
The community thus ensured regular earnings for the crier, and could require and 
expect his loyalty in return. Because commoners had no privileges or monopolies in Venice, 
rulers could expect salaries to guarantee that their officers acted fairly. The public salary also 
functioned at a symbolic level, as the manifestation of the special status assumed by a 
commoner who had been appointed as a civil servant. 
To the audience, the crier’s mission was made even clearer by a conspicuous element: 
the red beret he had to wear when performing his job. This hat made manifest to everyone, 
inhabitants who knew him as well as foreigners visiting the island, that Malcanton was a 
public officer. He was supposed to receive a new beret every year, but instead received three 
lire per year as compensation.30 In Venice as well, criers were identified by their headgear, as 
the Venetian engraver Cesare Vecellio described them at the end of the sixteenth century: 
‘They wear a long, floor-length mantle in turquoise, and on their heads they wear a cap 
exactly the shape of those worn by noblemen and citizens but red in colour, to which they 
attach a gold medal engraved with an image of Saint Mark’. Vecellio also specified: ‘As a 	
24 Diario di Murano di Francesco Luna, 1625-32, ed. by Vincenzo Zanetti (Venice: Longo, 1872), p. 
68. 
25 ‘Statuto de Murano’, I, chapter 12, p. 249. It was also the case in Laon or Florence: Offenstadt, En 
place publique, pp. 94-95; Milner, ‘Fanno bandire’, pp. 111-12. 
26 ASVe, Provveditori alla Sanità, reg. 726, fol. 22 (29 November 1519); Ester Zille, ‘Salari e stipendi 
a Venezia tra Quattro e Cinquecento’, Archivio veneto, 173 (1992), 5-29 (p. 13). 
27 As a comparison, a loaf of bread cost between one and two soldi, a modest house was rented for 
four or five ducats a year. 
28 ‘Statuto de Murano’, chapter 12, p. 249. 
29 ‘Statuto de Murano’, chapter 14, p. 252. 
30 ASVe, PM, 229, 3, fol. 12 (31 December 1511). 
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sign of all these duties, in past times they used to carry a rod in their hands, which was used 
until 1523 when they were assigned instead the gold medal attached to their caps’.31 In 
Murano, however, there is no mention of a stick and the archives do not testify to this kind of 
use. 
As a uniform, the beret instituted the symbolic power of the crier and gave him the 
appearance of authority. This piece of fabric embodied the public capacity granted by the 
podestà. Wearing the beret implied obligations, loyalty and decent behaviour. When in April 
1490, Lazaro, the crier of the Provveditori alla Sanità rowed a woman in his fishing boat to 
the Lazaretto, the island where plague-sufferers were kept, the magistrates complained: 
‘Lazaro, comandador, inhabitant of the contrada of Sant’Antonin, who on the sacred and 
Holy Easter Monday did not respect the divine cult neither the beret of the Serenissime Prince 
he wears in his head’.32 The beret was a symbol of authority, a transfer of influence from the 
doge or the podestà to the officer. The object conferred a public aura, and its symbolic 
function ended up having legal significance. Objects were not merely useful things that 
helped people to accomplish their tasks: they had their own legal function and agency.33 
Less significant for the inhabitants, but more important for the crier himself, was the 
house he received from the community as it was stipulated by the Statuto. The cancelliere and 
the cavaliere also benefited from a communal house, another way to ensure their obedience. 
A few months after his nomination, Malcanton negotiated the right to build a house on ‘il 
luogo del comun’ close to Santi Maria e Donato, the centre of public life in Murano.34 It was 
the island’s main square, opposite the church and the bell tower, in front of the Palace of the 
podestà (which no longer stands), where the rector lived and public institutions were located. 
Living in the neighbourhood of the Venetian magistrate allowed Malcanton to serve him 
better and to keep a close watch on the inhabitants. A few weeks after having been authorized 
to build his house, Malcanton made a new petition, this time to build the edifice in stone and 
not in wood, ‘because it is more useful for this community and for me to build a good 
building made of stone, for the satisfaction of everyone in Murano’.35 
His election, his salary, his beret, and his house were all conspicuous signs of his 
public authority. For a popolano as the crier, it was essential to be able to prove his 
commitment to the community. Unlike patricians and, to a lesser extent, citizens who were by 
definition at the service of the State and invested with a public mission, commoners had to 
find others way to justify their public power and to carry out their functions. 
 
Voicing Power 
 
Murano’s town crier had to multitask and all of his missions involved his voice and an oral 
performance. While this was certainly the case for his main mission, public announcements, it 
was also true when he summoned people, led public rituals, or organized auctions. Orality 
contributed to define the nature of his action.  
	
31 Vecellio, Habiti antichi et moderni, p. 169-170. : ‘[See other file]’. 
32 ASVe, Provveditori alla Sanità, reg. 725 (17 April 1490): ‘Lazaro comandador habitante ne la 
contra de san antonin qual nel sacro sancto luni de pasqua non havuto in reverentia el divino culto, non 
havuto riverentia la bereta del serenissimo principo qual porta in testa’. 
33 Humains, non-humains: comment repeupler les sciences sociales?, ed. by Sophie Houdart and Odile 
Thiéry (Paris: La Découverte, 2011). 
34 ASVe, PM, 45, Extraordinariorum 2 (9 May 1512). 
35 ASVe, PM, 45, Extraordinariorum 2 (23 May 1512): ‘perche le molto piui utille a questo comun et 
anche a mi far bona fabricha de piera come per satisfation de ognuno de muran’. 
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More than just being informative, the town crier’s voice had legal effectiveness and 
was performative. Proclamations were not only procedures to inform people, they also 
validated the laws — the proclamation was a publication. The decisions of the podestà or the 
Council of Thirty were not legitimate until they were announced out loud. Moreover, the first 
time the inhabitants heard about them was listening to Malcanton notifying and explaining 
them. 
The archives of Vidal Vitturi, who was podestà from the end of September 1509 to the 
end of January 1511, record the crier’s activity. Vitturi’s deeds are gathered in a large register 
composed of 28 files bound together. 36  The first of these is constituted by the 
‘Proclamationi’, the main announcements made first by Jacopo de Brescia, then by Antonio 
Malcanton. It represents less than two proclamations a month, although some other decisions 
and court sentences published by Malcanton were also registered elsewhere. 
In the register above, proclamationi ranged from the most important topics (the 
mobilization of men and boats to serve the Venetian army), to more practical ones (the 
prohibition of fancy dress) and local decisions (the prohibition of invading public space with 
sails and nets). Other proclamations covered a broad range of aspects, such as paying taxes, 
supplying wood, finding economic resources, preventing plague, playing ball games, carrying 
weapons, and sometimes private matters such as dowry or inheritance.  
In their written form, as they were recorded in the archives, proclamations were 
always structured in the same way. They started with a preamble in Latin that insisted that 
they had to be made ‘out loud’ (‘alta voce’) and in front of a ‘multitude of people’ (‘populi 
multitudine’). The presence of a large audience was obviously a condition for the 
announcement to be valid and legal. The preamble explained the public authority at the origin 
of the law, the podestà, the Serenissima, or another specialized Venetian institution; then who 
was concerned by the decision, the whole population or some inhabitants in particular, or 
Murano or its whole district, terieri or forestieri. The decision itself was generally registered 
in Venetian, the language in which the proclamations were performed, the one spoken and 
understood by the people. It specified the intention of the law, as well as the intended 
punishment for those who did not respect the law. As for how precisely the performance 
occurred, whether Malcanton read the text, learnt it by heart, or changed it slightly to make it 
more understandable, is difficult to know. Yet he did have to communicate it in order for 
people to understand and accept it: to proclaim it in a language understood by everybody, 
with words and categories that made sense for the popolani. 
The second mission of the crier, to summon the inhabitants, was precisely described 
by the Statuto. When a crier was appointed, he had to swear that he would act with ‘good 
conscience’ (‘bona conscientia’), summoning anyone without considering his or her 
condition. Whatever the order was, whoever the person called in was, he had to carry it out. 
The crier did not have to put the inhabitants under arrest, as that was the function of the 
cavalier, but he had to ask them to present themselves before the podestà and his court. This 
means that he had to know where the people lived and to be able to locate them. The Statute 
detailed the procedure, how many times he had to go to their place, and what he had to do if 
they were not home. Considering the number of trials that Vitturi processed, Malcanton must 
have carried out a fair number of comandamenti.37  
When people were not home and the crier could not find them, he had to leave a note. 
Archives from the beginning of the sixteenth century contain many of these written notes 
produced by the authorities, such as notifications, permits, licences, or passages of safe-	
36 ASVe, PM, 44.  
37 In fifteen months, Vitturi started more than 300 legal proceedings. See Judde de Larivière, La 
Révolte, p. 158. 
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conduct. It suggests that the crier was able to write, and took part in the economy of small 
papers that was burgeoning from late-medieval Italy.38 Thus oral performance did not mean 
the absence of writing. Both media were associated, and even more so during the sixteenth 
century as more people were able to read. The crier typically represented a figure at the 
junction of these two worlds: the sphere of patrician politics, based on institutions and 
writing, and the sphere of popular politics, mainly expressed by oral meanings. 
The crier had other legal actions to deal with, particularly public auctions. For 
example, on 18 February 1510, Antonio Malcanton sold a house at auction located in the 
Fondamenta dei Vetrai. 39  Putting houses or workshops up for auction was a common 
procedure. Public licence to run the alehouse of the island, Al Salvadego, was also sold to the 
highest bidder during a session overseen by the crier.40 
Finally, the comandador had another important mission, organizing political rituals on 
the island. In a way, regular public announcements were rituals. However, he had also to 
manage more solemn ceremonies, particularly the handover of power from one ruler to 
another every sixteen months, the entry (intrar) of the new podestà. Before the beginning of 
the ritual, the crier decorated the square and prepared the audience. Then, during the 
ceremony itself, he preceded the cortege inside the church and coordinated the ritual. In 
January 1511, Malcanton organized this ceremony for the first time, at the end of Vidal 
Vitturi’s mandate, when Giacomo Suriano arrived to start his own mandate. It became an 
occasion of major turmoil, during which Vitturi was chased with snowballs and insulted by 
the inhabitants.41 A first and troubled baptism by fire for the young and inexperienced crier! 
In Venice as well, comandadori were in charge of rituals, as Vecellio explained: 
‘When the Prince and the magistrates go outside, these men [the comandadori] are the first in 
line and they walk two by two in front of all the others, some of them carrying the banners 
usually carried before the Prince.’42 These processions were the occasion to deploy music and 
pageantry, with trombe d’argento and pifferi accompanying the criers. 43  In Venice as 
elsewhere in Europe, criers sometimes worked alongside music players, drum, horn, trumpet, 
or flute players who would help gather the population.44 However in Murano, there was no 
	
38 Peter Burke, ‘The Uses of Literacy in Early Modern Italy’, in The Historical Anthropology of Early 
Modern Italy: Essays on Perception and Communication (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1987), pp. 110-31, esp. p. 126. See also de Vivo, Information and Communication, pp. 121-27, and 
Brian Richardson, Manuscript Culture in Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), pp. 226-58. 
39 ASVe, PM, 44, 9 Extraordinariorum 2 (18 February 1510); ASVe, PM, 44, 13 Pignorum (8 July 
1510). 
40 ASVe, PM, 43, Extraordinariorum 1 (29 January 1509); ASVe, PM, 44, 12 Extraordinariorum 5 (17 
January 1511); ASVe, PM, 212 (documents for 1509-1519, and February 1511); ASVe, PM, 45, 
Extaordinariorum 2 (16 February 1512). 
41  Judde de Larivière, La Révolte. On rituals in Venice, see also Edward Muir, Civic Ritual in 
Renaissance Venice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); Matteo Casini, I gesti del principe: 
la festa politica a Firenze e Venezia in età rinascimentale (Venice: Marsilio, 1996). 
42 Vecellio, Habiti antichi et moderni, p. 170. 
43  Jeffrey Kurtzman and Linda Maria Koldau, ‘Trombe, Trombe d'argento, Trombe 
squarciate, Tromboni, and Pifferi in Venetian Processions and Ceremonies of the Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Centuries’, Journal of Seventeenth-Century Music, 8 (2002): http://sscm-
jscm.org/jscm/v8/no1/kurtzman.html. 
44 Giovanni Grevembroch, Gli abiti de Veneziani di quasi ogni età con diligenza raccolti e dipinti nel 
secolo XVIII, 4 vols (Venice: Filippi, 1981), III, 8-9 Comandadori; 10 Trombettieri; 11 Suonatori di 
piffero. 
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mention of music players during Malcanton’s proclamations. Flutes were used for the 
procession of the Corpus Christi every year, but not for daily announcements.45 
Malcanton had to have a strong voice to be heard and recognized, as did his 
predecessors and successors. These kinds of elements are of course very difficult to identify 
in the sources. 46  The oral dimension of a crier’s performance, however, remains a 
fundamental aspect in defining the nature of his authority, the way he exercised it, as well as 
the way the inhabitants perceived it. For them, public prerogative existed through the crier’s 
voice. They listened to the news and learned about them from the crier or from neighbours 
who had attended proclamations. The archives in Murano do not mention billposting for the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, but we know that in Venice, as elsewhere, laws were also 
posted on church doors or public spaces.47 
Popular politics need to be considered in light of this oral dimension. Criers controlled 
orality and communicated through their voice. As ordinary people were still rarely able to 
read or write, their relationship with power and authority was first and foremost a verbal one. 
They did not produce many written documents; their identities, actions, opinions, and 
intentions were based on words, on speech, on the ephemeral nature of the spoken word. The 
comandadori were able to control these words and help shape them. 
 
Shaping Space 
 
Words and speech are fluid and flexible, as was the space within which Malcanton acted. 
Because he was constantly shifting from one place to another, or standing in strategic parts of 
the territory, he contributed to shaping the space of the island. To express his authority and to 
exercise his power, he had to move around and to occupy Murano. The places where 
proclamations were made delineated the social and political landscape, the one that 
inhabitants frequented, and the one they imagined and pictured. 
They were three main locations for the proclamationi, the three main bridges of the 
island: the Ponte Lungo, the Ponte de Mezo and the Ponte di Santi Maria e Donato. Because 
there was no pedestal or pillar on which the crier of Murano could stand, bridges worked as 
platforms. In Venice, comandadori were placed on a column, the ‘pietra del bando’. In 
Rialto, the hunchback (gobbo) supporting that column is still visible today, as is the column in 
Saint Mark’s square, at the south corner of the Basilica di San Marco. Yet in Murano, the 
crier used bridges to stand high above the crowd. 
The Ponte Lungo (the long bridge) was the main place for public announcements, as it 
was the main bridge of the island, the only one for foot traffic between the south and the 
north. It crossed the Grand Canal which divided Murano from west to east. The bridge joined 
two long quays: the first, the Fondamenta dei Vetrai, was the quay where workshops and 
furnaces were located; the second, the Riva Lunga, runs along the Grand Canal. The Ponte 
Lungo unified the island’s territory and belonged to both parts of it, both the south where 
glassworkers and artisans lived, and the north inhabited by fishermen and peasants. 
Malcanton spent time on this bridge, checking what was happening, waiting, and listening. 
That was one of his tacit and essential missions: to be familiar with the community, to know 
where people lived, what they did, when, and with whom. He regularly informed the podestà 
of what was going on, of rumours, discontent, reasons for discussion. The Ponte Lungo was 
an excellent place to observe and keep a close eye on the community.  
	
45 ASVe, PM, 229, 2, Cassa fontico di Murano, book I, fol. 19 (15 October 1510, 7 May 1510). 
46 Arlette Farge, Essai pour une histoire des voix au dix-huitième siècle (Montrouge: Bayard, 2009). 
47 De Vivo, Information and Communication, p. 129. 
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The other bridge where the majority of proclamations were made was the Ponte de 
Mezo (bridge of the middle), right in the centre of the busy Fondamenta dei Vetrai, at the 
heart of the economic and industrial life of Murano.48 Two other bridges were very close by, 
one north, one south, allowing constant circulation between the two quays along the Rio dei 
Vetrai. These were always cluttered with raw materials used in the glass industry, such as 
sand, ash, pigments, wood for the furnaces, as well as cases containing the precious 
glassworks made by the artisans as other goods and products. Many others shops were 
situated along the Rio, such as bakeries, groceries, dyers, and blacksmiths. Because of the 
constant activity along the Fondamenta, what happened in Murano happened there: 
discussions, gossip, disputes, and brawls. Malcanton knew he would be heard by a great 
number of inhabitants when he stood on the Ponte de Mezo. 
Finally, a third bridge was regularly chosen by Malcanton for his proclamations: the 
Ponte di Santa Maria e San Donato, in front of the square of the same name, with the church 
and the Palace of the podestà.49 Around the campo, and in the parishes north of Murano, lived 
fishermen and peasants. The announcements were made for them, as well as for the 
inhabitants who came to the church of Santa Maria and San Donato for mass. 
Malcanton also made his announcements in other specific places, depending on the 
nature and the recipients of the law he had to announce. Sometimes other bridges were 
mentioned, such as the Ponte di Santa Chiara in the south, or the Ponte di Ca’ Maran in the 
north. On 2 April 1510, it was on the campo San Bernardo, in front of the monastery, that he 
proclaimed that everyone, ‘the old and the young’ (‘cusì grandi come picoli’), was banned 
from playing ball games.50 A few months later, on a Sunday morning, it was inside the church 
of Santo Stefano that he made his proclamation. This was the main church of the Rio dei 
Vetrai, the glassworkers’ parish. During mass, Malcanton had to announce a decision about a 
case of family inheritance. 51  The geography of announcements created a geography of 
information and knowledge, as well as a space of circulation for news. The social space of 
Murano was determined by this geography.  
Another specificity that contributed to shaping this space was the quasi-absence of 
horses in the lagoon. For the people themselves, the only way to circulate on land was by foot. 
The crier could not use horses as a symbol of strength and force, as was the case, for example, 
in Florence.52 No officer in Venice or in the lagoon could benefit from the sense of superiority 
and power provided by horses. To move around, they often used small boats, in Murano as 
well. Malcanton was indeed the podestà’s personal boatman and had to row him wherever he 
wanted to go when he was on the island. His role is somewhat reminiscent of a chauffeur 
today, as a person who knows almost everything about the movements of their master, as well 
as their discussions, their actions, and the places they visit. Whatever the podestà said or did, 
the crier was present and knew about it. 
Whether on foot, travelling around the island to make his proclamations, or on a boat 
rowing the podestà along the canals, the crier was constantly moving and shifting. Mobility 
defined his mission because he had to occupy the space, both to inform and to monitor the 
people. This aspect was quite typical of the jurisdiction of civil servants chosen from the 
commoners: being everywhere, they could connect with inhabitants, visitors, and migrants, 
and show their presence. Patricians and citizens ruled from their office, from San Marco and 	
48 About the economic activity around the Fondamenta, Trivellato, Fondamenta dei Vetrai. 
49 Silvia Ramelli, Murano medievale: urbanistica, architettura, edilizia dal XII al XV secolo (Padua: Il 
Poligrafo, 2000), pp. 33-34. 
50 ASVe, PM, 44, 1 Proclamatione (2 April 1510). 
51 ASVe, PM, 44, 1 Proclamatione (6 October 1510). 
52 Milner, ‘Fanno bandire’, p. 112. 
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Rialto, from the Palace of the podestà, yet they needed popolani public servants to infiltrate 
the city’s territory, streets, campi, bridges and canals. 
Malcanton also delineated the space thanks to the noise he made, with his voice and 
with bells, another important dimension of the way he shaped Murano’s political and social 
landscape. As in other medieval and early modern cities, bells were an essential and daily 
reference of the soundscape. The crier was generally in charge of ringing them, as was the 
case in Torcello.53 Malcanton had to ring the bell of the Raxon (Justice or Law in Venetian), 
which was located in the Palace of the podestà. It was in direct competition with the bell of 
the campanile of Santi Maria e Donato. On Monday and Thursday, the ‘days of the Raxon’ on 
which the court sat, the comandador had to go to the palace after lunch. He then presented the 
list of the people he summoned for the day to the cancelliere. Then he rang the bell for half an 
hour, in order to call in everyone, the judges as well as the inhabitants. He also rang the bell 
when the general assembly (‘Arengo’) and the Council of Thirty had to gather. 
Malcanton’s voice was always in competition with others: cries from pedlars and 
fishmongers, songs by cantastorie, or shouts of children playing.54 He had to insert himself 
within a dense and challenging soundscape. Yet being a civil servant, his voice was 
legitimized by his public authority. Speaking the same language as the people, measuring 
himself with the everyday life shouting and chatting, he managed to ensure the presence of 
the State on the island. 
Ringing bells or shouting, the crier occupied and outlined the shape of Murano’s 
social and political space. His voice marked out the geography of the island and how people 
perceived it. For the inhabitants, being able to read or not, announcements were the main 
manifestation of law and politics. Everything they knew about it came from the crier. If we 
want to understand their relationship with politics, we need to analyse how they used 
language and words as a medium for building their opinion. Popolani did not have the 
opportunity to produce documents, to write down their ideas, but we cannot then conclude 
that they did not have ideas. When speaking, discussing, debating, and singing, they generated 
discourses, opinions, and ways of remembering them. When they interacted with the town 
crier, they interacted with power and law. Doing so, they created an oral space of debate on 
the elaboration of popular politics. As a consequence, orality and sounds defined their 
conception of public missions, just as mobility and fluidity delineated popular politics.55  
The power of Venice as well as that of Murano took shape through the crier’s voice 
and actions. In public spaces, streets, squares, and canals, the crier translated decisions and 
made them comprehensible as well as acceptable by the inhabitants. However, his role was 
not just to speak on behalf of the authority and the government to the people. He also had to 
talk, on behalf of the people, to the governments. His pragmatism and ability to adapt to 
53 Niall Atkinson, ‘The Republic of Sound: Listening to Florence at the Threshold of the Renaissance’, 
I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance, 16 (2013), 57-84. See Alain Corbin’s seminal work, Village 
Bells: Sound and Meaning in the Nineteenth-Century French Countryside (London: Macmillan, 1999). 
See also Wendy Heller’s current works, and her lecture ‘Imagining Venice's Soundscape: Rituals of 
Music in Early Modern Venice’, < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tbbr4aBbOlY> [accessed 1 
November 2014]. 
54 Rosa Salzberg and Massimo Rospocher, ‘An Evanescent Public Sphere: Voices, Spaces, and Publics 
in Venice during the Italian Wars’, in Beyond the Public Sphere: Opinions, Publics, Spaces in Early 
Modern Europe (XVI-XVIII), ed. by Massimo Rospocher (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2012), pp. 93-114, and 
‘Street Singers in Italian Renaissance Urban Culture and Communication’, Cultural and Social 
History, 9 (2012), 9-26. 
55 Locating Agency: Space, Power and Popular Politics, ed. by Fiona Williamson (Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2010). 
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different situations were his main qualities. As they defined his action they also determined 
the way ordinary people acted and took part in the construction of a social and political order. 
Claire Judde de Larivière
